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A N N E  V A L E N T E
U N T I L  O U R  S H A D O W S  C L A I M  US
The first n ight  he  took  o n e  o f  us, the  C h a l l en g e r  d is in te g ra ted  over 
the  At l an t i c  O c e a n .  W e ’d w a tc h ed  tha t  day f rom o u r  s ec ond-g ra de  
c lassroom at R osew ood  Elementary ,  f rom the  h u d d le d  space o f  the  
mauic  ca rpet  w he re  Mrs .  Levy read to us d u r i n g  s tory  t ime,  wh ere  
she pu l led  the  television close to the  c a r p e t ’s edge a n d  d i m m e d  the  
lights,  like the  movies ,  the  l au nch  as magic  as the  s to ry b o o k s  she 
read to us. W e w a tc h ed  for all o f  t h e m ,  especial ly for the  t e a c h ­
er up  there  in space,  an d  w h e n  the  sh u t t le  ex p loded  on ly  7 3 sec­
on d s  in to  fl ight ,  w h e n  Mrs .  Levy held  a h a n d  to her  m o u t h  an d  
sh u t  o f f  the  television,  we k n ew  on ly  that  s o m e t h i n g  had gone  
w ro ng ,  tha t  the  l ight  b u r s t i n g  onscr een was no t  the  sam e hea r t -  
f lu t tered  spark  o f  f i reworks ,  the  on ly  o t h e r  flare we knew.
At h o m e ,  o u r  pa rent s  w a tc h ed  the  coverage.  We w a tc h ed  
wi th  t h e m ,  over I V d in n e r s ,  over  glasses o f  milk.  W e k n ew  s o m e ­
th i n g  ter r ib le  had h a p p e n e d ,  t h o u g h  we weren' t  sure wha t ,  an d  we 
felt sad an d  s o m e h o w  e m p t y  unt i l  o u r  pa rent s  t ucked  us in to  bed,  
in to  b lanket s  soft  an d  w a rm ,  an d  then  we were  safe again unt i l  we 
woke  an d  heard  the  news whi le  o u r  pa ren ts  p o u r e d  o u r  cereal an d  
l i stened,  a d isas ter  o f  a n o t h e r  k ind ,  a t ragedy far closer to h o m e .
Cra ig  D a v e n p o r t ,  w h o ’d sat next  to us on the  magic  carpet ,  
w h o ’d played ho p sco tch  an d  kickbal l  on  the  p la y g ro u n d  wi th  us, 
w h o  at  l u n ch  had t raded  his juice box for o u r  f rui t  snacks  -  gone,  
taken in the  n ight  f rom his o w n  b e d r o o m ,  the  w i n d o w  still o p en  
w h e n  his par en ts  c a m e  to wake h im  an d  fo u n d  his e m p t y  bed.
T h e r e  were specula t ions ,  no t i ce  of a vehicle,  a n u m b e r  to call 
i f any in f o r m a t i o n  was fo u n d .  I here were o u r  parent s ,  h o ld i n g  us 
close, d r o p p i n g  us o f f  at t he  d oors  to school ,  w a tc h in g  us walk  inside.
But  we knew,  as sure  as we k n ew  the  shape o f  let ters to 
spell o u r  names ,  th a t  at  last h e ’d c o m e  for us. T h a t  w h a t  we'd d o n e  
thos e  few m o n t h s  before ,  the  last i n n o cen t  m o n t h s  o f  o u r  lives, had 
b r o u g h t  all o f  this on .
W e’d co n ju re d  h im  on the  p l a y g ro u n d ,  b r igh t  b lue  O c to b e r ,  o u r  
sweaters  soft as fleece, a d o w n y  barr ier  b e tw een  o u r  skin  an d  the
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cold metal  o f  rungs  a n d  bars.  We c r o w d e d  inside  the  rocket ,  a tall 
s t ru c tu re  p a in te d  the  colors o f  o u r  A m e r i c a n  flag, its d i a m e t e r  large 
e n o u g h  to encase all o f  us, all c lus te red  a r o u n d  a d i sc arded  piece of 
m i r r o r  tha t  d 'om Davies  f o u n d  in the  w o o d c h i p s  ne s t l ing  the  swing  
set. T o m  looked  at each o f  us, fear sc ra tc he d  in t o  the  soft  creases 
o f  his face, a n d  told us o f  the  R o s e w o o d  P h a n t o m ,  the  First t im e  
w e’d heard  the  n am e,  the  first t i m e  the  w ords  s ta in ed  the  r idges o f  
o u r  tongues .
T o m  to ld  us R os e w o o d  ha d  a killer, m a n y  years ago, 
a m an w h o  s tole the  t o w n ’s c h i ld ren  o n e  by one ,  an y  ch i ld  w h o  
da red  to s tep  ou ts id e  b e y o n d  n ightfa l l  a n d  at  t imes ,  even ch i l ­
d re n  tu c k e d  s o u n d l y  in the i r  beds.  I o m  told us the  t o w n s ­
people  f inal ly c a u g h t  h im ,  t o r t u r e d  h im ,  w r a p p e d  h im  in a 
w i n d i n g  sheet ,  th e n  they  b u r ie d  h im  alive b e n e a th  the hills of 
St i l lwater Park,  a d ea th  as te r r ib le  as the  grief  o f  all those  parents .
Pom paused ,  sh if ted  his gaze a r o u n d  the  p e r im e te r  of the  
rocke t ,  said the  s tory  never  e n d e d  there.  H e  told us the  R os ew oo d 
P h a n t o m  w o u l d  ap p e a r  if  we said his n a m e  three  t imes  in to  a m i r ­
ror, even in t o  a b r o k e n  sha rd  neglec ted  a m o n g  w o o d c h ip s .  H e  said 
the  P h a n t o m  w o u l d  em erge  in rags, b lo o d ie d  r e m n a n t s  of the  w i n d ­
ing  sheet ,  to take  the  souls o f  m o r e  ch i ld re n ,  to exact  revenge  on  
o u r  town.  W h e n  Rachel  Vasquez  said I h a t ’s a lie, th a t  s o u n d s  just  
like Blo ody  Mary ,  a ga m e  her  sister p layed tha t  never  w o rk e d ,  I o m  
flashed a glare across all o f  us, told  us h e ’d t r ied  s u m m o n i n g  the  
R o se w oo d P h a n t o m  o n c e  w i th  his babysi t ter ,  in the  b a t h r o o m  of 
his ba se m e n t .  H e  said th e y ’d never  even m a d e  it to th ree ,  th a t  u p o n  
the  s e con d  s u m m o n  the  m i r r o r  began  to shake ,  an eerie w o b b l i n g  
tha t  forced  the  babys i t te r  to t u rn  on  the  l ights,  to m a k e  h i m  p r o m ­
ise h e ’d never  tell his paren ts .  Weeks  later, w h e n  T o m  lost a to o th  
a n d  spa t  red in to  the  b a t h r o o m  s ink ,  he left a d a rk  s ta in  across 
the  porce la in ,  a s tain t h a t  regardless of his m o t h e r ’s s c r u b b i n g  ne v­
er l ig h te ned ,  its c r im s o n  a h a r r o w i n g  r e m i n d e r  o f  the  P h a n t o m ’s 
b l o o d - s t a in e d  rags.
I d o n ’t believe you ,  N ic k  Do rs ey  said.  N ick ,  w h o  never  
be lieved a n y th in g ,  w h o ’d s h o u t e d  tha t  pigs a n d  sp iders  c o u l d n ’t talk 
w h e n  Mrs .  Levy t r ied  to read us C h a r l o t t e ’s Web,  w h o ’d to ld  us all 
last year  th a t  S an ta  w a s n ’t real, t h o u g h  m ost  of us still bel ieved.  Ni ck
Vale rite
reached in to  the  h u d d l e  a n d  g rabbed  the  shard  of  mirror .  Before T o m  
or  any of us t h o u g h t  to s top h im ,  he ch a n te d  the  n a m e  of the  Ros ew oo d 
P h a n t o m  three  t imes .
We wa i ted ,  o u r  breath  all held as one .  T h e  w in d  picked 
up,  b lew yellowed leaves across the  p lay g ro u n d .  We cou ld  have 
been angry  wi th  Nick ,  b u t  n o n e  o f  us were,  those  few m o m e n t s  
o f  w a i t ing  as del ic ious  as sugar.  A n d  t h e n  n o t h i n g  h a p p e n e d  b u t  
the  s o u n d  of a fa int  scream,  carr ied  across the  b lack to p  o n  a u t u m n  
w in d ,  o n e  lone  call of t r i u m p h  f rom the  fou r -s quare  grids.
Nick  th re w  the  m i r ro r  d o w n ,  called I o m s  bluff,  to ld  us 
gho s t  s tories  were for babies.  1 hen we heard  the  whis t le  b lown  
f rom the  school  doors ,  the  en d  of recess, an d  we c l im b ed  d o w n  
f rom the  rocket ,  d i s b a n d e d  o u r  s u m m i t ,  left the  m i r ro r  shard  a b a n ­
d o n e d  ins ide the  rocket 's  cage. And  th en  three  m o n t h s  later  Cra ig  
D a v e n p o r t  d i sa ppea re d ,  an d  a real rocket  b ro ke  apar t .
T hese were l inks,  imposs ible  to d iscard,  as w e d  so ca re­
lessly d o n e  wi th  the  mirror .
Spr ing  ar r ived early, mel ted  the  icicles f rom  the  tree l imbs b eyond  
o u r  w in d o w s ,  p u s h ed  a space between  us a n d  o u r  n a t i o n ’s lost ro c k ­
et,  an d  even helped  us forget  th e  e m p t y  desk in Mrs .  Levy's class­
room ,  C r a i g ’s penci l  box still inside,  a sign of h o p e  to all of us tha t  
h e ’d  c o m e  back s o m ed ay  for its co n ten t s ,  tha t  h e ’d sit bes ide  us 
again.  We m oved th ro u g h  V a le n t in e ’s Day, the  first  real r e m in d e r  
tha t  C ra ig  was gone,  o u r  shoeboxes  p ape re d  an d  gl i t te red  as m a i l ­
boxes for val ent ines ,  for the  cards  we b r o u g h t  each m e m b e r  o f  the 
class, even Cra ig ,  a pu f fy -p a in ted  box Mis ty  Jones  had m a d e  for 
h im  th a t  sat a to p  his desk,  its mail slot  ove rf lowing  wi th  notes .  But  
then  an early wave o f  w a r m t h  drove the  sn o w  to recede,  drove the  
we ig h t  of C i a i g  f rom o u r  consciences ,  occ u p ie d  ins tead by l ighter  
coats,  by splashed p u dd les  a n d  m u d  un t i l  the  th aw  b r o u g h t  for th  
pol ice,  as readi ly as it d r e w  smal l crocuses  an d  ants.
O n  o u r  broadcas ts ,  new searches -  a new th i rst  for clues,  
h id d e n  all those  weeks  b e n e a th  ha r d -p ac k ed  snow,  new  loca ­
t ions  to inspect ,  n ew  c o m m u n i t y  vo lun tee r s  p repa re d  to slug 
t h ro u g h  s o d d e n  forests,  to d ig  be n e a th  so f tened g r o u n d .  O u r
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parents asked us, at t imes,  if we remembered  anyt hi ng  par­
ticular abou t  Craig,  if we’d seen an y th ing  unusual  that  day. We 
shook ou r  heads no, avoided ou r  parents’ eyes, and on the play­
gr ound  avoided the rocket,  avoided each o ther  al together.
Mr. Ti l lman,  one  o f  Cra ig ’s neighbors ,  had repor ted  seeing 
a st range vehicle on thei r street tha t  day, 1979 Buick LeSabre Es­
tate, a brown s tat ion wagon he'd never seen before, parked a long the 
mailboxes that  af ternoon whi le he watched  dayt ime game shows. 
T h e  police followed that  lead, t hough  that  was all we knew, thou gh  
no other  clues presented themselves unde r  layers o f  snow, finally 
mel ted.  Whi le  ou r  town picked up searching we receded,  kept our  
m o u th s  shut,  and at n ight  locked our  windows t ight,  c rouched  be­
neath  covers, waited  for the  tu rn  o f  doo rknob s ,  the creak o f  panes 
slowly rising.
But n o th ing  came,  no telltale sounds,  not  even br ief  g l im­
mers in mirrors  t houg h we held ou r  breath every t ime we brushed 
our  teeth.  And then March mel ted to April,  and no more  clues were 
fou nd  or pursued,  and early spring slid into full b loom,  tulips and 
hyacinth  l ightening us, relaxing the t ight  cores o f  our  chests,  set­
t ling us into sleep as thei r growing bulbs  guarded our  yards.
And then in late April,  the day after the Chernoby l  disaster, 
after we learned that  over 4 ,000  people had been killed, a radioac­
tive b loo m above two cont inen ts ,  we awoke to a wor ld  til ted even 
fur ther  of f  its axis, a wor ld  that  al lowed Rachel Vasquez to d isap­
pear.
As the police swarmed  our  school and streets in droves, as ou r  par­
ents spread thei r hearts between the Ukra ine  and Rosewood, disas­
ters separated  by seas, we knew for sure tha t  there were no misgiv­
ings, no coincidences .  We knew wha t  w e’d done,  and we knew the 
scope now, un fa thomab le .
W e’d b ro ugh t  these disasters upo n us, and  upon  the world 
as well. By ou r  own im prudenc e,  born  o f  cur iosi ty and no th ing  
else, we'd s u m m o n e d  a mon ster  tha t  took two o f  our  peers from 
thei r parents,  an insatiable f iend that  s t re tched its claws across 
the Ukra ine  as well, tha t  pul led a failed rocket  from the sky. We 
knew the stakes had risen beyon d the height charts l ining ou r  closet
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doors ,  wi th  the  dea th s  o f  m o r e  peop le  th an  we knew  to nam e.
O u r  pa ren t s  ins tal led secur i ty  sys tems, new technology,  
Rachel taken f rom her  b e d r o o m  jus t l ike Craig .  T h e y  b o u g h t  us 
personal  a larms,  tuck ed  mace ins ide  o u r  pockets ,  an arsenal  o f  p r o ­
t ec t ions  th a t  we knew,  even as we accep ted  th e m ,  cou ld  never save 
us, ne i the r  siren n o r  latch ,  n o t  the  t ightes t  o f  bol ts  h u g g in g  o u r  
w in d o w s  shut .  We were n o t  safe, n o n e  of us, an d  we cur led  in to  
ourselves,  grew q u ie te r  as the  police  desc en d ed  u p o n  o u r  streets 
an d  t ried  relent lessly to d e t e r m in e  w h a t  l inks co n n e c t e d  C ra ig  and 
Rachel ,  w h y  R osew oo d,  w h y  this class an d  these  kids?
T o m  Davies  began col lec t ing  meteor s ,  t h o u g h  we all recog­
nized thei r  shapes  as shale.  We w a tc h ed  h im  scour  the  p l ayg ro und ,  
l ine space rock a long his desk,  w he re  he'd wa tch th em  for hours ,  
i g n o r i ng  Mrs.  Levy an d  im ag in in g ,  we were sure,  a n o t h e r  wo r l d  b e ­
yo n d  this one ,  a p l anet  of gen t l er  tilt.  Karen K e t t l em an  s tood  at the  
edge o f  the  swingset ,  d u r i n g  recess, s tared  at the  sun  long e n o u g h  
to b ra n d  an af ter image in to  her  bra in ,  so m e  vision th a t  flashed long 
af ter  she closed her  eyes, s o m e t h i n g  b r igh t  an d  ca p tu r ed  an d  b u r n ­
ing. A n d  Nick  Dorsey  po red  over T w o - M i n u t e  Myster ies,  as i f so lv­
ing t h e m  m ig h t  o p en  a por ta l ,  s o m e  s o lu t io n ,  as if k n o w i n g  how 
Mr.  Deeds  d ied  could  dissolve the  imposs ible  specter  o f  dea th .
W h e n  I r in a  J o h n s o n s  personal  a larm w en t  off in her  b a c k ­
pack,  a b lar ing  s o u n d  thaf  i n t e r ru p t e d  Mrs .  L evy’s s to ry  t ime  an d  
to o k  over five m i n u te s  to f ind whi le  the  s iren blas ted  louder ,  sp l i t ­
t ing  o u r  ears,  lorn at last s ignaled to us, every o n e  of us across the  
magic  ca rpet ,  s o m e h o w  less magical  now,  wi th  a fl icker o f  eyes we 
k n ew  not  to ignore.  In the  library, w h e n  we shou ld  have been f i n d ­
ing book s  for o u r  an n u a l  r e a d a th o n ,  we m et  by the  card ca ta logue 
ins tead,  f l ipped t h ro u g h  m u s ty  ent r ies  unt i l  we fo u n d  the  Rs, then  
R osew ood ,  then  the  R osew ood  P h a n t o m  at last. We  holed  away in 
a de se r ted  corner ,  b e h i n d  y o u n g  adu l t  stacks w here  the  w in d o w s  
leaked in fa int  l ight,  a n d  s canned  o u r  books ,  on ly  two  on  all o f  
Rosew ood ,  unt i l  we fo u n d  the  par ag ra phs  we needed,  the  P h a n t o m  
himself.
W h a t  we fo u n d  sank o u r  hearts,  so litt le i n f o r m a t io n  for so 
m u c h  hu r t .  His  nam e,  u n k n o w n .  Lost over  t ime ,  like every  n a m e  
in the  U k r a in e  that  we d id n  t k n o w  an d  never w ou ld .  All those  par-
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ents ,  also lost,  n o t  even br ie f m e n t i o n  of a w i n d i n g  sheet ,  n o t  the  
rags T o m  p ro m is e d  w o u l d  appear .  T h e  on ly  fact we  c ou ld  f ind was 
o f  a killer, tha t  h e ’d existed,  t h a t  h e ’d b een  b u r ie d  in St i l lwater  Park 
like T o m  said.  But  the  legend  -  just  a story,  a tale to keep ch i l dr en  
f rom w a n d e r i n g  o f f  af ter  dark ,  w i t h  no  w a r n i n g  or  w o r d  of per fect  
sun sh in e ,  of  the sha de  w e d  b r o u g h t  in l ight.
T o m  sat back  on  his heels,  rested his pa lm s  aga inst  his jeans.
1 to ld  yo u  th e re ’d be n o t h i n g ,  said Nick ,  n o t  bel ieving,  even still, 
t h o u g h  his voice c racked  aga inst  its syllables,  o p e n e d  a wa ve r ing  gap 
o f  d o u b t .  H e  wai ted ,  ho ve r ing  w i th  the  rest o f  us, over  bo oks  th a t  
to ld us n o t h i n g  t h o u g h  we l ingered ,  as if  the  b lack  text  be low us 
m i g h t  rear range  itself in to  s o lu t io n ,  in to  an a b s o lu t io n  we craved.
T h e  pol ice  t re kke d  t h r o u g h  o u r  n e i g h b o r h o o d s ,  m a d e  m a p s  an d  
d iag rams.  T h e y  g r a p h e d  every s im i la r i ty  they  kn e w  b e tw een  C ra ig  
a n d  Rache l,  a series o f  qu e s t i o n s  for  the i r  paren ts  th a t  we im ag in ed  
of fered  hope ,  small  ember ,  b u t  also s o m e  heav in g  a n d  w i n d e d  b u r ­
den ,  a s t r e t c h e d - o p e n  b o o k  o f  n o t  k n o w in g ,  o f  pe rh aps  never  k n o w ­
ing, o f  ceaseless,  c r u s h i n g  wai t .
l hey  t ra cked  every Buick  LeSabre Estate,  every color,  
year, every driver.  I hey s c a n n e d  yards  a n d  forests,  swollen  by rain 
an d  spr ing ,  s cour ed  s o d d e n  landscapes  for foo tp r in t s ,  for hairs 
an d  b la nke t  fibers a n d  c lo thes.  In early May,  o u r  local b roadcas t s  
e r u p t e d  for several days w h e n  the  m e d ia  leaked too  early tha t  O f ­
ficer Franks f o u n d  a b l o o d ie d  rag in C r a i g ’s yard,  d i sc arde d  b en ea th  
Mrs.  D a v e n p o r t ’s rosebushes .  W e  lay h i d i n g  in o u r  beds,  n o t  s leep­
ing, s t range  roil o f  s h a m e  a n d  h o p e  a n d  fear, t h a t  th e  rags were  
w h a t  w e ’d wa i ted  for, th a t  this  p roo f  m e a n t  the  P h a n t o m  ha d  been 
s to p p e d ,  b u t  also th a t  o n e  of us w o u l d  have to confess,  th a t  w e d  
k n o w n  all a long  h o w  h e ’d reappeared .
We h o p e d  for an e n d  as m u c h  as we  feared it. I ha t  b lo od  
m e a n t  o u r  c lassmates were  no t  s i m p ly  el sewhere ,  b u t  gone .  We 
i m ag in ed  l imbs,  b ro k e n  or  worse.  W e  im a g in e d  tee th ,  sh a rp  nails,  
rags to c loak  a n d  suffocate.  W e im a g i n e d  the  c r u s h i n g  sensa t ion  
of ha nd s ,  c l a m p e d  d o w n  on  o u r  chest s  whi l e  we slept ,  to gr ip an d  
pull  us away, b e y o n d  w in d o w s,  b e y o n d  the  walls of o u r  ro om s,  a nd
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t h o u g h  so m e  of us had never  k n o w n  re ligion we prayed,  bes ide  o u r  
beds at  n ig h t  af ter  we hea rd  o u r  par en ts  set tle in to  sleep,  tha t  the  
P h a n t o m  was f o u n d ,  tha t  h e ’d never  f ind  us.
But  th en ,  we aw oke to the  m o r n i n g  news.  O n l y  an im al  
b lood ,  a clue th a t  m ig h t  have still s ignaled a lead if n o t  c o n n e c t e d  
im m e d ia t e ly  to Jer icho,  Mrs .  F e in b e rg s  cat,  a n e ig hbor i ng ,  p re g ­
na n t  feline w h o d  b i r th e d  her k i t tens  b enea th  the  D a v e n p o r t s ’ 
po rch .  I he police  had fo u n d  o n e  dead ki t ten  nea r  Mrs .  F e in b e rg s  
syca more  tree, w ra p p ed  loosely in the  rest o f  the  b l ood ied  rag, an 
a t t e m p t  at  burial  by  claw an d  tee th  a n d  Jer icho still h id in g  b enea th  
the  po rc h,  refus ing to c o m e  out .
W e  im ag ined  C r a i g ’s pa ren ts ,  in the i r  h o m e  above this fe­
l ine m o th e r ,  equal ly  sequestered,  equal ly  h e a r tb ro k en .  We felt the  
co m p re s s io n  agains t  o u r  o w n  ribcages,  as those  a s t ro n au ts  m u s t  
have felt before  they  ever reached  o rb i t ,  m is to o k  for gravity,  and 
as every hea r t  in the  U k r a in e  m u s t  have felt as the  blast  e r u p te d ,  
a weight  as u n i m a g i n a b l e  as a p h a n t o m ’s pale hands ,  g r ip p in g  the  
cyl inders  of o u r  necks.
A n d  th en ,  a lull. I h o u g h  the  pol ice  m a i n t a i n e d  thei r  presence ,  
t h o u g h  o u r  a la rm s s tayed in o u r  backpacks .  T h e  trees th ick en ed  
above us, leaves sho t  f rom the i r  b ra nches ,  a c a n o p y  o f  green l ight 
t ha t  grew s teadi ly  da rke r  t h ro u g h  May. We walked to school  in 
pairs,  or  threes,  o r  o u r  families drove us, or  we took  th e  bus  d o o r  to 
door ,  drivers paid  by o u r  par en ts  to wait ,  to w a tch us dash inside.  
We w a r m e d  gradu al ly  again to  o u r  c la ssroom,  a space th a t  felt safe 
de sp i t e  holes,  des pi te  the  gap in g  abs ence  o f  two desks,  R ache l ’s p e n ­
cil box k eep in g  vigil a lo ngs ide  C r a i g ’s. M a n d y  N e w m a n  bra id ed  
f r ie ndsh ip  bracelets  for Rachel ,  o n e  for every  we ek  sh e ’d been gone.  
M is ty  Jon es  kep t  watch over  C r a i g ’s Valent ine  box,  still a to p  his 
desk,  a sca t te r ing of n e w  notes  left for his b i r thday,  a n n o u n c e d  on  
the  in te rc o m  as R o s e w o o d ’s b i r th d ay s  were bu t  w i t h o u t  the  fanfare 
of cupcakes ,  of a t r ip  to the  p r i n c i p a l ’s office for ce le b ra to ry  pencils  
a n d  erasers.
O u r  c l ass room,  a smal l co co o n ,  an d  even day l ight  itself, 
so m e  solace. But at  dusk ,  w h e n  o u r  n e i g h b o r h o o d  lights f looded
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on,  we w h ip p ed  h o m e  on o u r  bikes,  spokes  w h i r r in g  wi th  wind ,  
or  we stayed h o m e  al together ,  w a tched f rom o u r  w ind ow s  as the 
s t ree t lamps fl ickered on and  poo led l ight.  We could  see them ,  
f rom our  beds,  i l lumined  circles tha t  at any m o m e n t  we expected to 
break wi th  the  flash o f  a shadow,  a f lu t ter  o f  torn  rags.
Yet even still, the  pulse o f  s u m m e r  a p p r o ach in g  soo thed  
us, the  days gro wing warmer,  then  w a rm er  still unt il  o u r  final days 
o f  class had c o m e  an d  gone,  ce lebra ted wi th  kickball  an d  popsicles,  
wi th  an o u t d o o r  field day an d  wi th  l inger ing last looks at o u r  class­
room,  as we waved Mrs.  Levy goodbye.  1 hen we were on  o u r  own,  
no classmates an d  no carpet ,  an d  no pencil  boxes to re m in d  us of 
wha t  we’d lost, o f  wha t  we’d cast away wi th  a chant ,  a s u m m o n in g .
We spen t  o u r  days splashing at the  pool ,  g u a r d in g  l em onade  
s tands,  t h u m b i n g  th ro u g h  o u r  s u m m e r  reading lists, full sun be a t ­
ing above us, a l ight br igh t  en o u g h  to erase the  shade we’d shared.  
We felt ou r  parents  relax, ca lmed by sun,  by w a r m th  an d  no news 
on o u r  television screens,  an d  we stayed up late, had sleepovers,  
w a tched  C u jo  an d  Carr ie ,  films we were still too  y o u n g  to see, films 
we co u l d n ’t help bu t  watch.  T h e  thrill  felt illicit, a t ransgression 
all the  same b u t  one  that  felt hones t ,  an d  o u r  gui lt  slid away, ou r  
worry,  on  the  u n e n d i n g  calm o f  each day. We had picnics  w i th  our  
families,  chased ice cream t rucks ,  he lped o u r  parents  make sun tea, 
left on  the  back porch to steep in sunshine .  We even marveled at 
fireworks on July Four th ,  le t t ing  ourselves fall si lent  an d  hushed  
beneath  the  glare of thei r  sp lendor ,  an d  for only  a m o m e n t  t h o u g h t  
o f  the  space sh u t t le ’s sparks,  an un bea rab le  trail of light no w faded.
We knew the  pol ice still searched.  We wa tc hed  thei r  cars 
patrol  past  the  pool ,  saw th em  s ta t ioned on o u r  streets.  But  the  long 
days, tha t  lack o f  dark,  let us forget  the  th ings  w e ’d do ne ,  let us off  
the ho o k  by keep ing us f rom one another ,  no  collective conscience ,  
no  reminde rs  in the  glances we shared,  in looks we no w  avoided.
A n d  then  in August ,  when  o u r  class lists posted ,  we walked 
wi th  ou r  parents  to the  school doors  an d  felt o u r  dread re turn .  We 
saw o u r  nam es listed together ,  heard  o u r  parents  exclaim joy, tell us 
w e d  move th ro u g h  th i rd  grade wi th  ou r  fr iends,  Mr.  Jeffriess class, 
no longer  Mrs.  Levy’s magic carpet  b u t  tog ethe r  all the  same.  1 he 
sun felt s t range above us as we walked ho m e,  an d  as we lay awake at
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n ight  an d  felt s u m m e r  receding,  even in restless heat,  in the  s t retch  
o f  weeks  we still had unt i l  Labo r  Day.
T h e n  in late August ,  full sun overhead ,  we aw oke to an 
exp los ion  o f  ca rb o n  diox ide  in C a m e r o o n ,  the  u n im a g i n a b l e  de a th s  
o f  t h o u s a n d s  o f  people ,  so m a n y  l ivestock,  an d  to the  d i sappea ra nce  
o f  N ick  Dorsey,  g o n e  before  school  ever began.
We sat before  televisions , forgot  o u r  bicycles,  o u r  boo ks  an d  s w i m ­
suits.  T h e  R osew ood  pool  closed,  o f f  l imi ts for safety unt i l  fu r th e r  
not ice.  Police c row ded  o u r  streets,  flash o f  b lue  an d  red l ights a r ­
tificial ben e a th  sun,  a heat  th a t  bore  d o w n  heavily an d  s im m e re d  
agains t  b lacktop .  We w a tc h ed  FBI agents  fan t h r o u g h  o u r  c o m ­
m u n i t y  an d  saw repor ters  q u es t ion  o u r  neigh bo rs ,  in terviews we 
w a tc h ed  on  local b ro adcas t  a n d  b ey o n d ,  d is appea ranc es  swel led to 
nat ional  news n o w  as well.
We w a tc h ed  o u r  televisions for N ick  Dorsey,  an d  for R a­
chel an d  Craig ,  b u t  also for C a m e r o o n ,  all those  people ,  all those  
animals ,  a c loud  o f  a sphy xia t ion  over Lake Nyos  that  we felt enclose 
o u r  o w n  throat s  as well ,  a co n s t r i c t io n  o f  l u n g  a n d  air sac a n d  cell 
tha t  m a d e  som e  o f  us wake in the  n igh t  scr eaming ,  the  f looded re­
l ief o f  gasped oxygen at o n ce  a reprieve,  a re quiem.  T h a t  we cou ld  
breathe ,  th a t  we were alive. But  tha t  we aw oke  at all, to this wor ld ,  
a w or ld  no longe r  ours .  We  im ag ined  su ffoca t ion ,  w h a t  tha t  lack o f  
b reath  m ig h t  m ean .  We feared the  shape  o f  o u r  o w n  organs ,  tha t  
o u r  lungs  cou ld  fail us, tha t  o u r  hearts  c ou ld  ever s p u t t e r  a n d  cease, 
an d  th a t  we held th ings  b ea t i ng  ins ide o f  us, th ings  w e ’d never  fully 
u n d e r s t a n d  or  see, th ings  w'e c o u l d n ’t t rust .
O u r  par en ts  held  us, close. T h e y  m ad e  o u r  beds,  washed  
o u r  d ishes ,  sang us lul labies an d  read us b e d t i m e  stories,  t h o u g h  we 
k n ew  as well as t h e m  tha t  we were too old  now,  too  m a tu re d .  We 
felt th em  wra t c h in g  us, at t imes ,  whi le  we p r e te n d e d  to sleep, never 
k n o w i n g  if they  w a tc h ed  us b rea the  o u t  o f  love, or  i f  they  w a tc hed  
the  w i n d o w s  b ey o n d  o u r  beds ,  s t a n d in g  guar d  for the  threats  pressed 
like p a lm p r i n t s  agains t  o u r  panes.
Craig' s par en t s  began to see R ache l s ,  b e y o n d  p leasa n t ­
ries they'd once  ex chan ged  at p a r en t - t e ac h e r  n ights ,  a c o m m u n a l ,
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shared  g r i e f  th a t  lessened the i r  ow n .  A n d  N i c k ’s m o t h e r  app ea re d  
o n  te levis ion,  his fa ther  lo ng  g o n e  f r o m  d ivorce ,  m a d e  pleas for 
her  son to r e tu rn  h o m e ,  to s top  these  jokes a n d  this  s n e a k in g  ou t ,  
her  sk ep t ic i sm  the sa me  as Nick's ,  th a t  his o p e n  w i n d o w  m e a n t  he 
left on  his ow n .  But  th e n  five days  passed,  a n d  her  pleas t u r n e d  to 
prayers,  soft  s u p p l i c a t i o n  f ea th e r in g  her  voice t h o u g h  a ha rd  anger  
b r o a d e n e d  b e n e a t h  it, her  eyes leveled at the  ca me ra ,  t e l l ing w h o ­
ever to o k  her  son  to just  b r in g  h i m  h o m e ,  now.
T h e s e  en t rea t i es  b ro k e  us, spl i t  deep  c racks t h r o u g h  a s u m ­
m e r  e n d in g ,  a s t re tch  o f  m o n t h s  we  k n e w  was never  carefree,  never 
everlas t ing,  on ly  b r i e f  a m n e s t y  f rom the  w e ig h t  o f  ourselves .  We 
con s id e re d  the  grav ity  o f  an e x p l o d i n g  lake, its lack o f  co in c id en ce ,  
h ow  d a n g e r  lu rk ed  b e n e a t h  th e  sur face  o f  all th in gs  a n d  h o w  the  
ear th  he ld so m a n y  secrets,  in C a m e r o o n ,  in S t i l lwater  Park.  We 
felt th e  r u p t u r e  b e n e a t h  us, nea rb y  park,  an u n k n o w n  c e m e t e r y  d i s ­
t u r b e d  a n d  heav in g  its s h a d o w  across o u r  to w n ,  across the  A t la n t i c  
as well ,  an oc ean  th a t  sepa ra te d  us f rom  rad i a t io n ,  f rom  p o i s o n o u s  
b l o o m ,  t ha t  sw al lowed shards  o f  rocke t  as they  d is in te g ra te d .
T h e  school  year  ca me ,  w i t h o u t  o u r  w a n t i n g ,  b e y o n d  so ­
bered  Labor  D a y  ce leb ra t io ns ,  no  ba rbecues  or  last swims .  T h e  pool  
re m a i n e d  c losed,  wa te r  d r a i n i n g  slowly, a m u r k y  p o n d  of st i l led 
glass t h a t  c a u g h t  leaves s ha ken  f rom  trees.  O u r  n e i g h b o r h o o d s  an d  
parks  kept  cur fe w  pas t du sk ,  no  c o o k o u t s  or  b ike  rides,  the  st reets  
d e se r te d  a n d  s i lent .  T h e  FBI r e m a i n e d  in Ro se w o o d ,  s to o d  gua rd  
ou ts id e  o u r  school ,  a lo ngs id e  pol ice a n d  p a re n t s  a n d  c o m m u n i t y  
vo l un tee rs ,  a wall  o f  p r o t e c t i o n  to keep us safe. But  o u r  c lass room 
no  longe r  was,  n o t  c o c o o n  n o r  nest ,  n o t  a place th a t  felt s o u n d  wi th  
so m a n y  go ne ,  so m a n y  missing.  Mr .  Jeffries w e l c o m e d  us, had  us 
gl i t t er  ne w  nam e ta gs ,  a r r a n g e d  us in desk po ds  th a t  were  full, no 
miss ing  desks,  no  vigi led penc i l  boxes.  But we  knew,  as well as he 
knew, a misg i v in g  we hea rd  b e n e a t h  his voice,  b r ig h t  b u t  clear  as he 
began  his first lesson on  life sciences th a t  we were those  kids,  f rom 
Mrs.  Levy’s class, those  kids  w h o  were c o n n e c t e d  by inexpl icab le  
l ines,  by i rrevocable  b o u n d s .
Mis t y  Jone s  was th e  first to act  ou t .  D u r i n g  s to ry  t ime ,  no  
magic  ca rp e t  b u t  a n o o k  o f  the  ro o m ,  she s tayed  at her  desk  as we all 
m o v ed  to the  corner ,  her  face c r u m p l e d  a n d  red before  she  s m a s h e d
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he r  penc i l  box  a g a in s t  he r  desk ,  its c o n t e n t s  s p l i n t e r e d  a n d  ra t t l in g .  
Mr .  Jef fr ies lo o k e d  up ,  rose f r o m  his r o c k i n g  c h a i r  in t h e  n o o k ,  
h u t  M i s t y  was  a l r eady  g o n e ,  ran  f ro m  th e  r o o m ,  a n d  h id  in t h e  last 
b a t h r o o m  stall u n t i l  h e r  f a th e r  p i c k e d  he r  u p  early. 1 he n  th e r e  was 
Karen  K e t t l e m a n ,  w h o  n e v e r  c a m e  in s id e  f r o m  recess,  w h o  a l ready  
had  pol i ce  t r a c k i n g  th e  p e r i m e t e r s  o f  sc hoo l  for  her  be for e  th ey  
f o u n d  her,  c u r l e d  u p  in s id e  t h e  ro ck e t ,  a w a k e  h u t  u n m o v i n g ,  a n d  
sh iv e r in g  t h o u g h  S e p t e m b e r  s u n  still b o r e  d o w n  b r i g h t  above .
W e  all felt  u n h i n g e d ,  t h o u g h  Mr .  Je ffr ies t r i ed  his h a rdes t  
to  c a lm  us,  an e f for t  t h a t  b r o k e  o u r  hea r t s  as m u c h  as o u r  p a r e n ts  
c o n c e r n  for  us d id ,  t h e i r  w o r r i e d  g lances  we  saw a n d  i g n o re d .  W e  
go t  i n to  first  f i s t f ights ,  s l a m m e d  each  o t h e r  aga in s t  c o r r i d o r  walls ,  
a so l i d i t y  t h a t  felt sa t i sfy ing.  W e  r e m e m b e r e d  th e  s e n s a t i o n  of  fist 
a g a in s t  s k i n  as we  t r ie d  to  fall asleep,  he ld  t h e  fee l ing  c lose ag a in s t  
o u r  f i nge r t ip s ,  a m e m o r y  o f  t a n g ib i l i t y  to hea t  hack ,  to  d r o w n  o u t  
th e  w i n d o w p a n e s  b e y o n d  th e  foo t  of  o u r  beds .
W e  s t r u g g le d  t o g e t h e r  ins id e  t h e  c o n f i n e s  o f  a c l a s s ro o m ,  
t h a t  first week  a p r e l i m i n a r y  tas te,  s o m e  te r r ib le  f o r e s h a d o w i n g  o f  
w h a t  th e  year  w o u l d  b r i n g ,  w h a t  we  w o u l d  force  our se lve s  to  e n ­
d u r e .  W e  l o n g e d  for  N i c k ’s d i s t r u s t ,  a t ra i t  w e d  o n c e  h a t e d  h u t  
a c h e d  for  in e a rn es t ,  s o m e  c h e c k e d  ra t i ona l i ty ,  a vo ice  to  tell us 
th i s  wasn  t ou r s ,  th i s  w asn  t w h a t  we  d d o n e .  W e  ran o u r  h a n d s  
over  c a v e r n o u s  abse n c e ,  in d e l i b le  as ink  in th e  w o o d e n  swir ls  of  o u r  
desks ,  l ines we  t r ac ed  d u r i n g  lessons  th a t  never  led b a c k  to Rache l ,  
to  C r a ig ,  t h o u g h  we p e e k e d  s o m e t i m e s  i n t o  M rs .  Levy’s c la s s ro o m ,  
at  th e i r  o n c e - f u l l  desks,  at  th e  m agi c  c a r p e t  o f  w h a t  w e ’d  be en .
A n d  ye t  we  still he ld  h o p e ,  s p u t t e r i n g  f lame,  a t in y  spar k  
he ld  cap t i v e  ins id e  h o l l o w e d  m a r r o w  to p r o t e c t  f r o m  w i n d ,  e x t i n ­
g u i s h i n g  gus ts ,  t h a t  t h e r e  was  m o r e  for  us t h a n  this .  At  n i g h t ,  we  
w a t c h e d  t h e  g l o w i n g  s tars g lu e d  ag a in s t  o u r  ce i l ings  a n d  i m a g i n e d  
life b e y o n d  thi s ,  s o m e w h e r e  o lder ,  a p lace  w h e r e  th i s  w o u l d  e n d ,  
w h e r e  w e  w o u l d  u n f u r l  l ike c r ocuses  a n d  b eg in  anew.
Bu t  at  th e  e n d  o f  t h a t  first  w eek ,  just  f o u r  days  i n t o  th e  
school  year,  w e  l ea rne d  t h a t  t e r ro r i s t s  g r o u n d e d  a p la n e  in P aki s t an ,  
h i j ack ed  w i t h  3 6 0  p e o p l e  o n  b o a r d ,  t h a t  t w e n t y  o f  t h o s e  p e o p l e  ha d  
b e e n  ki l led.  W e  also le a rn e d  t h a t  I r in a  J o h n s o n  h a d  d i s a p p e a r e d  
o v e r n i g h t ,  a n d  o u r  s p u t t e r i n g  f lame  b le w  o u t .
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We w a t c h e d  an anger  e r u p t  in Ro se wo od ,  a rage kep t  b o t t l e d  tor  
m o n t h s .  We w a t c h e d  T r i na ’s fa ther  col lapse o n  his po rch ,  d u r i n g  
a press conf e re nc e  n o t  un l ike  the  ones N i c k ’s m o t h e r  ha d  e n d u r e d ,  
w a tc h e d  the c o n t o u r s  o f  his face b e n d  w i th  fury  a n d  w i th  sorrow. 
We  w a tc h e d  c o m m u n i t y  vo lu nt ee rs  b e c o m e  vigi lantes a n d  grab 
the ir  gu ns  d u s te d  o f f  f rom cellar gu n  cases, m e a n t  for h u n t i n g  an d  
s h o o t i n g  cans,  pu l led  for th  f rom s torage  to kill. We felt any  f lame 
w e’d she l tered b u r n  slowly d o w n  to c inder ,  an ash car r ied o f f  on 
drafts .  W h a t  ho r ror s  b lew th r o u g h  to w n  seeped inside  us, no  a i r ­
t igh t  seals, o u r  m e m b r a n e s  as pe rm e a b le  as o u r  w in do ws.
Be yon d culpabi l i ty,  b e y o n d  ho pe ,  we felt s o m e t h i n g  
change ,  s o m e t h i n g  i m m i n e n t  a n d  m en ac in g .  A space  shut t le ,  ra­
d ioac t ive  c loud ,  an explos ion  o f  lake a n d  gas -  these were  things  
no  o n e  ha d  rendered ,  disasters  w i t h o u t  in te n t ,  all t err ible ,  te rr ible  
acc idents .  But  this,  a v io len t  siege, a d isas te r  m o re  de l ibera te ,  mo re  
ca lcu la ted ,  a n d  so m u c h  closer  in proximi ty ,  on ly  two weeks  be ­
tween  N ic k  a n d  T r i na ’s d i s appearances .  We felt a heaviness  span  the  
At lan t ic ,  b la nke t  o u r  chests ,  the  fear o f  all those  families,  so m u c h  
bruta li ty,  a m ir ro r  held aga ins t  o u r  own.  W e  felt the  gravi ty o f  ou r  
ow n  v iolence,  o f  a c ha in  set in m o t i o n  a n d  n ow  o f  iner tia ,  a gravi ty 
as c r u s h in g  as a p h a n t o m ’s ho ve r ing  presence,  his s h a d o w  cast long  
across o u r  ho m es ,  o u r  b e d r o o m s ,  as the  S e p t e m b e r  sun  sank  u n d e r  
its o w n  heavy  weight .
We c o u l d n ’t avoid each o ther ,  n o t  a n y m o re .  We  c o u l d n ’t 
ignore the  shared  b u r d e n  o f  o u r  ac t ions  a n d  inac t ions ,  w i th  ou r  
classmates  miss ing  a n d  the  w o r l d  a r o u n d  us co llapsing ,  as m u c h  as 
we c o u l d n ’t ignore  o u r  col lect ive h o p e  b u r n e d  d o w n ,  gasped  away 
on  a t rain  o f  u n f a t h o m a b l e  loss.
So w h e n  d u r i n g  recess T o m  Davies  c a u g h t  o u r  eyes, each 
of us w a t c h i n g  the  o ther ,  we a l lowed ourselves  to m ove  wordlessly 
to the  rocke t ,  pu l led  by c o m m o n ,  m a g n e t i c  force.  W e  c ro w d e d  i n ­
side the  s t r u c t u r e ’s cage, o u r  separa te  sh adow s po o le d  b e n e a th  sun ,  
m e ld ed  dark ly  in to  one .
A fami l ia r  s u m m i t ,  an anniversary,  whe re  near ly  a year ago 
we'd b r o u g h t  thi s on  ourselves.  I he  enc lo sed  space of the  rocke t  felt 
wistful ,  as if  we were  y o u n g  again,  as if  we  h ad  a c h a n c e  to take  this 
back ,  to dec ide  aga inst  sp eaki ng  a n d  s u m m o n i n g .  But  there  was no
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Nick,  no Rachel ,  a p r o f o u n d  lack th a t  cast ev e ry th in g  in t ru e  l ight.
1 here was no I r ina ,  no  C ra ig  hovered over m i r ro r  shards ,  f r iends  
w e ’d heedlessly t rade d  for novelty,  f lee t ing thri l l .  T o m  looked at 
us, wa i t ing ,  an d  Mis ty  Jones  b lu r t ed  o u t ,  We  cou ld  d ig  h im  up,  we 
co u ld  set h im  free. We held o u r  bre ath ,  a t h o u g h t  w e d  all shared,  
o u r  bra ins  g ra vi ta t ing  w i t h o u t  cease toward  the  grave o f  St i l lwa­
ter Park. But  lorn  said no,  w e d  be to o  obvious ,  w i th  the  pol ice 
an d  FBI ,  vol un tee r s  s w a r m in g  the  streets.  A n d  St i l lwater Park was 
c losed,  he  said,  at d u sk  d u e  to curfew,  an d  w he re  w o u ld  we find 
shovels? W o u l d  we have the  s t rengt h  to dig?
T o m  w a tc h ed  us a m o m e n t ,  an d  we knew' then  that  he'd 
fo r m e d  a p lan.  I will have a party,  he said. His  b i r thday,  two weeks 
aw'ay. We w o u ld  all he invi ted ,  w o u ld  share  cake an d  ice cream,  
h u t  w h en  his pa rent s  w e n t  hack upstai rs ,  t ime  a lone  he knew' t h e y ’d 
g ra n t  us, w-e w'ould ga the r  in the  b a s e m e n t  b a t h r o o m .  We w o u ld  
s u m m o n  the  R osew oo d P h a n t o m ,  jus t  as he an d  his babys i t ter  had 
d o n e  before,  away f rom the  rocket  an d  the  p l ay g ro u n d ,  f rom the  
w atchfu l  eyes o f  teachers.  We w o u ld  at last close this por ta l .  We 
w o u ld  send  h im  h o m e  an d  aw'ay f rom us forever.
W h e n  lorn  f in i shed speaking,  n o n e  o f  us said a wor d.  We 
felt relief, to finally sense closure,  so m e  schem a t ic  o f  s t ru c tu re  to 
reign in this chaos .  We felt e m b o l d e n e d  by solidity,  a p lan  of ac­
t ion  to eradicate  all unce r ta in ty ,  to place pow er  hack in o u r  hands ,  
every power  w e d  lost. But  we w'ere f r ig h ten ed ,  w'ordless in terror,  
of a specter  w e ’d on ly  im ag ined ,  o n e  we'd seen in no m ore  than  
f lu t t e r i ng  cu r ta in s ,  in s h apesh if t i ng  circles of poo led  s t ree t l ight ,  a 
p h a n t o m  that  had t respassed o u r  borders ,  th a t  had h a u n t e d  us all 
these m o n t h s  a n d  w o u ld  n o w  he b ro u g h t  in to  the  realm o f  real, an 
inev i tab i l i ty  we f l inched to face.
We h ave to d o  this,  lorn  said, an d  we k n e w  how' r ight  he 
was. We k n ew  the  w ord  right ,  as well as w e d  k n o w n  it th en ,  t h o u g h  
k n o w i n g  c leared no  pa th  for us, no  we l l -worn  rout e  to mercy.  
O n  the  day of I o m ’s b i r t h d a y  party,  o u r  pa ren ts  drove us willingly.  
A d i s t r ac t ion ,  so m e  flash o f  joy am id  weeks  o f  pani c ,  an d  s u p e r ­
vised,  all of us in o n e  place,  all of us safe in ce lebra t ion  b ene a th  
the  w a tch  of I o m ’s parents .  We  wore  pa r ty  hats,  festive cones .  We 
b ro u g h t  gifts,  ate cake,  no t  ca r in g w h e th e r  w'e ga rn ered  a co r n e r
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piece or  the  m id d le ,  the  a m o u n t  of  ic ing so trivial in the  wake  of 
o u r  task. W e p i n n e d  tails on  a donk ey ,  we  w a t c h e d  lo rn  o p e n  his 
gifts.  We  w o n d e r e d  w h e t h e r  his pa re n ts  knew,  T o m ’s lack of  zeal 
for each gif t  o p e n e d ,  o r  if they  a s s u m e d  on ly  the  heavy sh ad e  o f  o u r  
miss ing  c lassmates ,  sh ared  ce le br a t io ns  no  lo nger  shared ,  o u r  s a n c ­
tu a ry  f r ac tur ed  a n d  br o k en .  W h e n  I’o m  Finished o p e n i n g  gifts a n d  
asked i f  we  c ou ld  watc h  c a r to o n s  by ourse lves,  they  d i d n ’t hesi ta te ,  
mo ved  ups tai r s ,  of fered us the  a l loca ted  so l i tu de  they  m u s t  have 
guessed we needed .
W h e n  T o m  hea rd  the  d o o r  to the  b a s e m e n t  sh u t ,  he  raised 
the  v o l u m e  on  th e  te levision ,  g a th e re d  us in t o  the  b a t h r o o m ,  lit a 
c and le  a n d  t u r n e d  o f f  th e  l ights.  T h e  p i t c h - d a r k  s ta r t led  us, no 
w in d o w s ,  no  l ight  a n d  no  sun ,  b u t  o n ly  a f lame cas t in g  o u r  faces in 
e therea l  glow, a n d  i l l u m i n i n g  the  ou t l in e s  o f  the  m i r r o r  a n d  sink,  
T o m ’s b l o o d s ta in  still d a r k e n i n g  its edge.
W e ’ve c o m e  to s u m m o n  you ,  T o m  began ,  to drive  you  back 
f rom w he re  yo u  came.  His  i n t r o d u c t i o n  felt forced,  even to us, 
a n d  s o m e  of us laugh ed ,  giggled in t o  o u r  h a n d s ,  o u t  of  n e r v o u s ­
ness, we  knew,  n o t  h u m o r .  T o m  s te p p e d  in f ron t ,  before  all of  us, 
l eaned  his face close to the  mir ror ,  above  f lame.  T h e  can d le  lit his 
face f rom  b e n e a th ,  like f lashl ights he ld  b e n e a th  ch in s  before  c a m p ­
fires, for  gh os t  stories,  a t e r ror  we  longed  for, s o m e t h i n g  foreign 
a n d  lost.  T h e n  Fom t u r n e d  to us. Say it w i t h  me,  he  said.  A n d  
t h o u g h  o u r  hear t s  d r u m m e d  a n t h e m s  ins ide  o u r  chests ,  t h o u g h  o u r  
te m ple s  b r o k e  smal l  beads of  sweat ,  we s to o d  as tall as we  k n e w  
how, s t r a ig h t e n e d  o u r  backs,  like w e’d learned  to d o  before  scoliosis 
tests,  like w e’d d o n e  aga ins t  he i g h t  char t s .
Karen  K e t t le m a n ,  th e  qu i e tes t ,  said it first. Ro se w ood  
P h a n t o m .  T h e  w o rd s  on  her  t o n g u e  r i p p ed  chil ls across o u r  skin,  
p r ick led  follicles. But  we  said it w i th  her,  R o s e w o o d  P h a n t o m ,  a n d  
t h o u g h t  of  Cra ig ,  o f  Rache l ,  o f  I r ina .  We let go o f  the i r  penc il  
boxes,  the i r  f r ie nds h ip s  bracele ts ,  h a n d e d  over  o u r  need  o f  vigil,  o f  
m e m or y .  W e  t h o u g h t  of  N i c k  a n d  yea rn ed  for  h im  the  m os t ,  to tell 
us this  l egend  was for  c h i ld ren ,  th a t  there  was n o t h i n g  to fear.
A n d  t he n ,  as we  w a tc h e d ,  the  m i r r o r  began  to t re mb le .  We 
w a t c h e d  T o m  wince ,  for  o n ly  a m o m e n t ,  a n d  th en  he said it first, 
the  s e cond  c h a n t ,  the  fugu e  of o u r  voices all water fa l l i ng  b e h i n d
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hi m .  W c hea rd  ourselves speak as the  m i r ro r  v ibra ted  an d  sho ok ,  
and  for o n ce  we felt weight less ,  o u r  gui l t  f loated  an d  hover ing ,  even 
a m o n g  terror,  the  greatest  w e ’d  k n o w n ,  every fear we'd held secret 
escaped an d  at han d .
T h e  m i r ro r  ra t t led  agains t  the  wall,  a noise d r o w n e d  by 
ca r to o n s  b e y o n d  the  b a t h r o o m ,  a m u t e d  blare tha t  sp iked  an ache 
ins ide o u r  bones ,  to be there  w a tc h in g  an d  no t  here.  But  we felt 
r ight,  a right  T o m  had p re pa re d  us for, we felt so f ea th e re d  an d  
l ight,  no t  just  for o u r  c lassmates  b u t  for everyone,  those  a s t ron aut s ,  
each plane  passenger,  every voice c h o k e d  s ilent  by poison c lou d or 
b lo o m  that  we p u s h e d  the  last s u m m o n  f rom ourselves,  for t h em  
an d  for all o f  us, Rosew ood  P h a n t o m ,  Rosew ood  P h a n t o m ,  Rose­
w o o d  P h a n t o m .  Wc screamed  it for  w h a t  w e d  d o n e ,  for w h a t  w e d  
s tayed s i lent  no t  d o i n g  a n d  for every life ahe ad  of us, every disas ter  
aver ted ,  for everyo ne  we im ag ined ,  every  m o m e n t  big an d  b e a u t i ­
ful a n d  rolled before  us, u n sc r ip ted .  A n d  as we spoke,  the  m i r ­
ror s to p p ed  shak ing ,  a n d  a fogged swirl appeared  in the  cen te r  o f  
the  mirror .  A n d  th e n  the  ca nd le  b lew ou t ,  qu ick  eclipse,  an d  lorn 
f l icked o n  the  l ights an d  we s to o d  together ,  all of us there,  every one 
o f  us wi ld-eyed a n d  breathless  a n d  still.
After  the  N e w  Year, af ter we w a tc h ed  the  ball d r o p  w i th  o u r  
parent s ,  w i sh in g  t he  year g o o d b y e  in the  qu ie t  pr ivacy o f  o u r  hearts,  
a year we wished  to  never  see again ,  the  FBI caugh t  a m an  in Il­
l inois,  1979 Buick LeSabre  Estate,  his vehicle l inked to Rosewoo d .  
T h e y  ca u g h t  h im  in a mote l  w i th  a n ine -year -o ld  girl,  still alive, 
r e tu r n e d  her  to her  parents ,  spread the  news across Rosew ood  an d  
across the  w ho le  n a t io n ,  Rosew ood  killer caugh t ,  Rosew ood  ter ror  
laid to rest.
We grew up,  in spite of ourselves.  We  never  k n ew  the  stain 
o f  k id n a p  or  m u r d e r  again ,  no t  af ter  tha t  year, had c lassroom b i r t h ­
days a n d  H a l low e en  c o s t u m e  parades ,  the  same as every  o t h e r  kid.  
We  g ra d u a t ed  in to  j u n i o r  h igh,  th en  high school ,  b l o o m e d  ins ide 
the  sof tness  o f  first kisses, first dances ,  held each o t h e r  aw kw ard ly  
b e n e a th  b an n e r s  a n d  before  p h o to g r a p h e r s ,  m ad e  ac h in g  s teps  to 
co n n e c t .  Wc  never spok e of the  Rosew ood  P h a n t o m  again ,  grew 
ap a r t  gradual ly,  b e y o n d  ini tial ly c o m p a r i n g  w h a t  we saw, w h a t  we 
m igh t  never  have seen.  Tom Davies  swore  he saw to rn  rags. M is ty
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Jones,  the b lo od ie d  shape  o f  a face. But  we s to p p e d  ta lk ing  a l to ­
ge ther  w h e n  the  killer was caught ,  o u r  fear still unse t t led ,  a d read  
tha t  we ’d e n d u r e  this once  again someday.  Because even th o u g h  
o u r  town ce lebra ted ,  t h o u g h  the  FBI,  the  pol ice a n d  volunt ee rs  d i s ­
b a n d e d ,  we w o n d e r e d  w ha t  no o n e  else addressed ,  w h a t  o u r  parents  
hu s h e d  us lor, w h e n  we raised the  qu es t i o n  unasked .
W h y  w asn ’t th a t  girl f rom Rosewood?
Every o th e r  ch i ld go ne  missing,  all o f  o u r  fr iends,  every 
anguish  we bore,  all here.  But  n o t  her, a qu es t i o n  we kn ew  o u r  
paren ts  w o n d e r e d  too,  at t imes,  a nd  the  paren ts  of I r ina,  o f  Cra ig ,  
a c losure th ey ’d never  Find.
We grew up  anyway.  We left ourselves b e h in d .  We bui l t  
h o m e c o m i n g  floats, ea rned  o u r  d r ive r ’s l icenses,  a t t e n d e d  p rom s 
t h o u g h  we he ld h id d e n ,  s o m e w h e re  inside marrow,  a f lame o f  a n ­
o th e r  k ind ,  the  b u r n  of o u r  c lassmates,  w h o  never grew wi th  us, 
never  b o u g h t  thei r  First cigare t te packs,  never  held s o m e o n e  close 
inside a car, a kiss g o o d n i g h t ,  never  u n p a c k e d  the i r  suitcases in 
f ron t  of the i r  college d o r m ,  never waved the i r  pa ren ts  goodbye .
We see it f rom the o t h e r  side,  now. We hold  th a t  h e a r t ­
break as close as o u r  ch i l dre n ,  those  of us w h o  have th e m ,  w h o  
d idn ' t  t u rn  away f rom the  poss ib i l i ty o f  a g r ie f  so vast,  w h o  u n d e r ­
s ta nd  n ow  w h a t  all those  paren t s  lost. W e ’ve surv ived the  col lapse 
o f  regimes,  the  col lapse o f  bu i ld ings ,  sh oo t in gs  inside schools,  d i ­
saster af ter  di saster  th a t  we c o u l d n ’t have preven ted ,  c o u l d n ’t have 
caused.  We w atch  the  news  wi th  fe igned d is interest ,  a n d  we tell no 
o n e  o f  the  dul l  ache t ha t  hides,  always, b en ea th  the bones  th a t  ho ld  
o u r  hearts.
Because we are wai t ing ,  all o f  us, t h o u g h  we never speak  to 
on e  ano the r ,  t h o u g h  we never go h o m e  to R osewood.  We are wa i t ing  
for o u r  shadows  to claim us, as we tuck  in o u r  ch i ld ren ,  as we watch  
the  even ing  news,  for a kil ler never  caugh t ,  for a c losure tha t  we, 
too,  have never  foun d .  We are wa i t i ng  for a p h a n t o m  to c o m e  for 
us at  last, to pry  o p e n  o u r  w in dow s,  to kill this  im m e a s u ra b le  guil t .
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